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Summary of reasons for decision: 

'The Soft Machine' was originally published in 1961. The book is constmcted using the cut up 
and fold in techniques, which are often associated with the author William Burroughs. As such 
the book has no discernible linear narrative. The book takes the form of disjointed fragments of 
text, hallucinatory and nightmarish vignettes, and streams of consciousness. While there is little 
in the way of linear story or characterisation, recurrent themes in the text are clear. These include 
casual gay sex, and heroin use. The publication at points moves into science fiction territory, with 
a focus on secret agents who have time travelled back to the Mayan era in South America. The 
'soft machine' of the tide refers to the human body. The publication has considerable literary and 
cultural importance as one of the seminal works of the Beat Poets and counterculture movement 
of the 1960 s. 


The publication was previously classified as ‘indecent in the hands of persons under 18 years of 
age’ by the Indecent Publications Tribunal in 1971 (IPT: 71-261). It was submitted for 
reconsideration of that classification because of the time that has elapsed and the subsequent 






change in societal norms and attitudes since the original decision. 


The publication contains extensive and frank descriptions of sexual acts, and to a lesser extent 
dmg use. While the descriptions of sexual acts are frank and detailed, they are brief and described 
in a non-titillating manner. Descriptions of hard dmg use, while at points detailed, are similarly 
described in a non-promotional manner. This material is contained in an obscure and difficult 
non-linear text, which takes some commitment from the reader to process. The difficulty of the 
text is likely to put off children and similarly serves to further distance the reader from the impact 
of the sexual material and dmg use. 

When these considerations are weighed against the protections afforded by New Zealand Bill Of 
Rights Act 1990, any likely harms are insufficient to justify a restricted classification. Given the 
publication’s inherent cultural and artistic merit, the case for an unrestricted classification is 
further strengthened. The publication is therefore classified as unrestricted. 



